Dieneke Hubbeling, MSc, MRCPsych
London, England REPLY..
Re: Evolutionary Explanations for Patients
Dear Editor:
Dr Hubbeling is correct that much confusion attends the distinction between proximate explanations that describe how a mechanism works and evolutionary explanations that describe its origins and adaptive functions. They are not alternatives, they are the 2 halves of a complete biological explanation. A proximate explanation for panic includes every aspect of the mechanisms that express and regulate the response, from neurons in the locus coeruleus to cognitive mechanisms in which physiological arousal causes anxiety that causes more arousal and more anxiety. An evolutionary explanation describes how the capacity for a fight-flight response gives a selective advantage in certain situations, and how natural selection has shaped the mechanism that regulates when the response is expressed. 1 The smoke detector principle may seem like a proximate mechanism, but it actually describes the evolutionary reasons why the normal mechanism expresses so many false alarms.
2 I agree that it would be wonderful if someone would conduct a controlled study to see if providing patients with an evolutionary, as well as a proximate, explanation reliably offers the benefits I have observed in my patients. I do not think it is necessary to mention evolution explicitly to help a patient understand that she or he is experiencing a false alarm in a system that is useful in the face of life-threatening danger.
